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Moderator: Good evening. I’m Donna London. Welcome to the first Self Civic
Fellows Lecture, a program of the Jim Self Center on the Future located here at the STI.
The Center is named for James C. Self. Mr. Self was known as a businessman, following
in his father’s footsteps as president of Greenwood Mills located in Greenwood, SC.
1990, he was inducted into the SC Business Hall of Fame.
But, Mr. Self also had a long history of public service not only in Greenwood, but
also throughout the state and the southeast. He received the Clemson Medallion in 85,
the Order of the Palmetto in 89 and he was a Trustee Emeritus of Clemson University
having served as Life Trustee from 1960-1989.
The Self Family has continued a process that was close to Jim Self’s heart. That is
to assist citizens in accepting the responsibility to understand, question, and engage in
finding solutions that are in the public’s best interest. Among the things on the plate at
The Self Center are the SC: Today and Tomorrow program which includes a trends analysis project aimed at raising awareness of many of the critical issues facing SC. Another
is a study of roadway funding options for the SC DOT.
Another way we, as individuals, can work for a better future is by accepting the
challenge to run for political office but of course, it is not a decision to be taken lightly.
Another endeavor of the Self Center is the Self Civic Fellows program which seeks
to bring topics of interest to grassroots constituents in order to understand and promote
elected public service. In the winter of 2002 we will conduct our first Self Civic Fellows
class in partnership with the University of Virginia’s Sorensen Institute’s Project on Campaign Conduct, a Pew Foundation funded project.
The purpose of the program is to help candidates run campaigns that are effective
and free from practices that contribute to cynicism about government and electoral politics. For this reason, there is a continuous thread of ethics along with specific modules on
campaign management, media relations, direct advertising and campaign fund raising. It
is non-partisan, non-issue based, campaign training school. So stay tuned for further
information on that program. Activities of the Self Center are available on the website at
www.scfuture.clemson.edu.
Tonight’s program is a very exciting one for me. It comes from a frequent comment made by observers of the political process that “I don’t understand what they are
doing down in Columbia [laughter], or up in Washington, or even at City Hall and the
response we don’t hear frequently enough is if you really believe that then “go for it—run
for office.”
It’s easy to talk about people in office but anyone who has actually run or served
can tell you that it is a major challenge and as you know, politics hasn’t been the typical
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career choice for women which I expect adds some new dimensions to the word “challenge.” We believe that there are many policymaking forums in this world that affect all
of us and we need to be there when the decisions are made. It is the foundation of representative democracy and what better way to understand the dynamics than to hear from
some outstanding women who have been or continue to be involved and who have an
understanding of the relationship and the changing relationships of women in public
service.
I’m going to step back a moment here and give you some particulars on how we
are going to run the meeting tonight. We will hear from each of the panelists for fifteen
minutes and then we will have questions posed by our student panelists. I would like to
introduce at this time our student panelists. The first one is Nicole Elliott. Nicole comes
from Spartanburg, SC and she is graduating soon. Congratulations, Nicole. She is graduating in history and political science. Then we have Shenise Euland from Charleston, SC.
She is a sophomore and is majoring in chemistry with a B.S. degree. She is also minoring in marketing. Next we have Lisa Embry-Franklin who is from Los Angeles, CA. She
is a sophomore, a sociology major, and the mother of three boys. We really appreciate all
of you being here because I know tonight is the last night before the last day of classes so
thank you very much. Then we will have some time for questions by the audience and
then I hope you will join us in the lobby afterward for some refreshments and, if the
panelists are able to stick around, maybe they will be able to answer some more questions.
Well, There is no better person to set the stage than by introducing a woman who’s
been a true friend of the Institute. Many of you know Nell Whitley Smith who was in the
SC Senate for 12 years, her most recent term ending in 1992. You’ll notice I didn’t say
final. We are going to talk her into something else. She has and continues to serve on a
number of Boards, including the Patrons Council of the Calhoun Lecture Series at the
Thurmond Institute, and received numerous awards for her efforts. I do want to mention
that, from a personal standpoint, she has been a strong supporter for local governments
but is probably best known for her work as a children’s advocate.
Listen, if you will, in 1986 she was named the Legislator of the Year by the South
Carolina Council for Exceptional Children; 1988 South Carolina Youth Workers Association Distinguished Service Award; she was also honored for her work by the Mental
Health Association as well as the Council on Child Abuse and Neglect; in 1990 she was
named Outstanding Senator by the South Carolina School Board Association; she was
also named by the South Carolina Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics and
given the Child Advocate Award. Join me please in welcoming Nell Smith. [applause]
Nell Smith: It is always wonderful to come here because there is always something exciting going on and I just wish you had been a part of the group that we had at
dinner this evening. It was the most spirited conversation that I believe I have heard in a
long time and it just makes you feel good to know that people are that interested in issues
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and that they come together at times like this to really have a chance to share and ask
questions and to learn more about government for one thing and that is the issue that we
will probably be looking at more tonight because all of the ladies have really distinguished themselves in various ways and various government levels.
I’m going to start with Rita and I think I’ll just come down and introduce each one
of them and when I read their biographies, I couldn’t help but think, “How do I introduce
them?” If I introduce them with the information that I have about them, I would take up
a lot more time that they are going to have for this program because they really are accomplished. I want you know a good bit about them but I’m going to sort of highlight
some.
Representative Rita Allison is a graduate of John Roberts School of Fashion
Merchandising and has spent many years teaching self-development and modeling. She
is a former special programs director for Friends Industries in Lyman. She is a former
member of the Spartanburg District Five School Board of Trustees, the Board of Directors of the Miss South Carolina Pageant, and she has served as a judge and coordinator
for many pageants, productions, and festivals throughout the southeast. Representative
Allison has been a member of the South Carolina House of Representatives over nine
years now and she serves on the Ways and Means Committee which is, of course, a powerful budget committee which all of us remember we are coming into that budget session
right now. She also served as Chairman for the Education and Subcommittee for K-12, is
a member of the Joint Legislative Committee for Families and Children, chairs the South
Carolina House GOP Women’s Caucus, and is chair of the Spartanburg Legislative delegation. I can remember when women were never chaired—never chaired delegations all
across this state. There are 46 counties and I never knew until right at the end of my
time, I never knew a woman who chaired one of the delegations. In addition to these
duties she has served on the Ad Hoc Committee on Tax Reform, was the Assistant Majority Leader in the House in 1999 until the present, served as GOP Caucus Finance Chair
and was the majority whip in the House between 1998 and 1999. Representative Allison
has been recognized and received many honors. Among them Outstanding Young
Woman of the Year, South Carolina School Board Association Legislator of the Year,
South Carolina Business and Professional Women’s Career Woman of the Year for 2001,
and she has received many commendations from organizations at the local, state, and
national level. We are so glad to have you here this evening. [applause]
Representative Gilda Cobb-Hunter. Gilda received her B.S. degree from Florida
A&M University and her Masters from Florida State. She is a licensed social worker and
is the executive director of CASA Family Systems a family-violence agency serving
Orangburg, Bamburg and Calhoun Corners. She is a woman of many firsts. She was the
first African-American woman in Orangeburg County ever elected to a statewide office.
In 1992 she was elected to the House of Representatives where she currently services.
She became the first freshman ever appointed and still is a member of the powerful
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House Ways and Means Committee. I can remember when no women ever served on
ether the Senate Finance or the House Ways and Means. She was the first woman or
person of color ever appointed to a House Budget Conference Committee. She has
continued her career of firsts by becoming the first person of color to lead a legislative
caucus when she was elected House Minority Leader, a position that she held for four
years. Representative Cobb-Hunter currently serves on a number of boards, Planned
Parenthood of South Carolina, South Carolina Fair Share, Community Development
Advisory Committee for the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond, and she is the national
committeewoman to the Democratic National Committee and, Representative, we are so
happy to have you here. [applause]
Dr. Barbara Nielson. Dr. Nielson is a graduate of the University of Dayton with a
B.A. in elementary and secondary education. Her masters degree in Guidance and Supervision are from the University of Louisville, followed by her doctorate in Administration
and Planning. Dr. Nielson has been in education for 35 years, serving as a teacher, administrator, and consultant. For 17 years she was employed by the Kentucky School
District and served as an elementary teacher, curriculum specialist, coordinator of education and improvement, and director of careers education. During this time she also
served as a consultant to the Pritchard Committee which is a very distinguished business
group who designed Kentucky’s reform efforts and I think all of those things gave her
tools that she could use when she became the first woman Secretary of Education. In
1990 Dr. Nielson was elected and served two times as the 14th South Carolina State Superintendent of Education. As the chief executive officer for this department at that time,
she managed a 2.2 billion dollar agency that served more than 1,000 schools in 91 school
districts. That was quite a responsibility. Under Dr. Nielson’s leadership, the department
became one of the first state agencies to zero base its budget and to adopt the principals
of total quality management for which it received the government’s State Quality Award.
Under Dr. Nielson’s leadership, the state developed Curriculum Framework, of which I
know you have heard; the academic standards, the Accountability Act of 1997; the African-American Males [Class Four], a comprehensive guidance and counseling program; a
full-day kindergarten; a reduction in class-size in grades 1-3 to no more than 15 in a
room; a national recognized character education program; a national model to work program; and a nationally recognized model program which accounts for every cent sent
down to the school level. Dr. Nielsen was able to accomplish these innovative programs
through the development of a strong business partnership, cooperatively developed an art
technology plan that provided internet access to every school in South Carolina. Once
again, Dr. Nielson has been recognized for her work at educational levels. She served as
a member of the Steering Committee of the Education Commissions of State, a board
member of the National Council of State Chief Schools Operatives, and a board member
of the Columbia World Affairs Council. At the present time we’re glad to report that Dr.
Nielson is the project director for the International Center for the Schools Around the
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World Academy located here in the Strom Thurmond Institute, so we’re very glad to
welcome you this evening. [applause]
Betty Roper is someone that I met a number of years ago and I’m very proud of
her, also, because when I met her she was introducing me to a group and she had just
begun her career in government and, at that particular time she was going on the county
council of Clarendon County. Since that time, when I read her resume, I just can’t help
but wonder how in the world there was enough time in the day for her to do the things
she has accomplished. But Betty Roper was president and owner of the Clarendon
Broadcasting Company, which she recently sold to Cumulus Broadcast, which I understand, is the third largest business in the United States. From Clarendon County no less,
she and her husband James purchased WYMB AM radio in Clarendon County in 1965
and since his death in 1968 she has owned and operated five radio stations in Florence,
Berkeley, and Clarendon counties. She also built CableVision making Clarendon County
one of the first rural counties to receive cable television. Betty Roper was elected as the
first woman president of the South Carolina Broadcast Association in 1979 and inducted
into its Hall of Fame in 1992. Governor Campbell awarded her the Order of the Palmetto
in 1992. In 1988 Betty became the first woman elected to the At Large Chairmanship of
the Clarendon County Council serving as the chairman from 1988 to 2000. She also
served as president of the South Carolina Association of Counties from 1996 to 1997 and
was the recipient of the President’s Cup twice. Betty was also the first woman president
of a South Carolina Association of Regional Council of Governments. Her latest honor
was her induction into the University of South Carolina’s Diamond Circle during the 75th
Anniversary of the School of Journalism Mass Communication. She was one of 75
people chosen from the print, television, radio, education, and journalism businesses, so
we are delighted to have you here this evening. [applause]
I think with people like this here this evening, it’s a wonderful opportunity for us to
question and find out many things and I do think they could probably answer most any
question that we have, so I look forward to hearing what they have to say.
Moderator: Thank you, Nell. [applause] Well I must say I feel a lot of wonderful
energy and we are going to go ahead and get started and we are going to hear first in
alphabetical order from Rita Allison.
Rita Allison: Thank you. And Senator Nell Smith, thank you for those wonderful
introductions. Unfortunately, when I came in the House you had already left the Senate
but many of your work files and dedicated work followed and it has been an inspiration
to me over the years, and Nicole and Chenise and Lisa, I thank you for being here tonight. In fact, I looked around the room I realized that we have male and female of all
ages from very young to more mature of age and I’m just pleased to be a part of this
audience and more so a part of this panel of distinguished women who have truly given
public service with capital letters so it’s great to be a part of that.
I have to tell you though that sometimes public service is not all that it’s cracked
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up to be. I want to share with you that in the motel the other morning I got up very early
and the phone rang. And it happened to be a lady in my district. I was trying very hard
to get dressed to get to the Blatt Building and usually I get there about 8:00 am in the
morning and she was just irate and she went on and on and on and basically her problem
was with her garbage pickup. She was very disturbed about her garbage pickup and I
listened and it went on and on and on and I felt like it was about 15 minutes of all of this
and I was thinking to myself, “You know we’re working on the Lottery. We’ve just finished the budget. I’ve got all this work to do and education is out there and there are just
so many things,” and I was thinking, “Why do you think that she called me long distance
in Columbia?” So finally after I listened to her for a while I said, “You know I really do
sympathize with you but why did you call me? Why didn’t you call your city council
person or even your garbage collector?” Well her first response was, “Well it’s so early
in the morning and secondly I just didn’t want start that high up, I thought that you could
help me.” [laughter and applause] So I can tell you that public service can be very humbling to all of us.
I think about the serious state business that we have and what an opportunity that
we have to be public servants but then those things come along and you almost have to
laugh at them because you realize that those are things that you deal with every day. You
know, a great American leader once said, “The princes among us are those who forget
themselves and serve mankind.” And I think that is something we all have to think about.
One of the best rewards of being involved in public service, no matter what level, is the
opportunity to meet and work with princes and princesses that are among us every day of
our lives. That has probably meant more to me than anything.
When you call those people that you work with friends, then it becomes an even
greater blessing. Sitting next to me is Representative Gilda Cobb Hunter. For example,
she is one of those people and I say that with all heartfelt sincerity. We’ve work together
in the General Assembly for a number of years. I have been there nine years and she was
there when I came. And I think she will agree with me that there is not a whole lot that
we particularly agree on. Lots of things we do and we work together well on, but there
are a lot of things that we don’t. But she is someone that I like. First of all I respect her.
Secondly, I admire her because she cares passionately about the issues that she champions and that is so very important. She is not in the General Assembly, I truly believe, to
serve her own purposes—only to advance the causes that she embraces. And isn’t that
what public service is all about? And while she’s a tough advocate—and I love to watch
her work at the podium—she doesn’t make enemies of her opponent. When it’s all over
with, whether she won or whether she lost, she doesn’t make enemies of those opponents.
And that’s what makes her such an effective leader. And that is one component that we
all must have when it comes to being a good leader.
She understands that success is not built on what we accomplish for ourselves, but
what we accomplish for other people. It’s foundation lies in what we do for other people.
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To be a truly successful leader—I believe—your cause must always be bigger than yourself. But as women especially in public service, we’ve got extra challenges in leadership
and that is what I would like to share with you tonight—those challenges that I feel you
must think about and you must feel within you before you embark in public service. In
this day of political scandal and cynicism, it’s easy to paint public servants with the same
sweeping brush, that brush that says, “Those that serve, only serve themselves.” How
many times have we said that or thought that? But I can tell you that every woman on
this panel—some I know better than others—but every woman on this panel and nearly
every one we serve with in the arena, they do it because they really believe they can make
a difference.
You see I ran for the House because, quite frankly, after much volunteering and
public service, I found my government doing a lot of things that I did not like and I was
unwilling to wait for someone else to decide that they were going to go to work to make
that difference. I decided early on that if it’s to be, it’s up to me and I went to work. That
was some nine years ago. I have won five elections since then and I don’t regret a year of
any of that. I have been very fortunate to rise, as it was mentioned, through male dominated ranks in the South Carolina government because they still outnumber us greatly.
There are only 16 women serving. Serving on the coveted House Ways and Means that
we talked about. To be sure there have been many blocks in the road along the way and,
as a woman, you are often stereotyped. We all know that when a woman is running a
tight, a real tight ship, they are sort of considered a witch. Maybe if you substitute the
‘W’ with a ‘B’ it says more what it’s about. Yet when a man is tough, he’s being a true
leader, a true leader. Simply put, even today, men and women in leadership positions are
held in unequal standards. Is that frustrating? Yes. Is it insurmountable? Definitely not.
Pioneer aviator Amelia Earhart said, “Decide whether or not the goal is worth the risk
involved.” Believe me, every decision I make in public life, I think about that. Because
if it’s not, you have to stop worrying. For all of you considering a run for elected office,
there is no more fundamental question to ask yourself than that. Before you do anything,
you must decide what you are willing to give up for what you hope to get, because there
is a lot to give up if you hope to gain. Some of the risks to consider, especially for
women, is time away from their home and their family. A loss of free time, your privacy,
assaults on your character and intentions. Those come. Feeling of insecurity and frustration.
If you do make the courageous decision to keep going despite those risks, the next
question is just as important. “Are you willing to sometimes settle for being a passenger
when your inclination is to drive?” Because, you see, good government many times is
government of compromise. If not, I urge you to reconsider because, as everyone of us
can tell you, the most effective leaders are the best listeners. They are inclusive, rather
than exclusive, and they never care who truly gets the credit. For me, leadership is not
about the spotlight as much as it is about shedding light. It’s about advancing the team’s
agenda and sometimes, unfortunately, that is at the expense of my own.
8

PUBLIC SERVICE: “A WOMAN’S PERSPECTIVE”

APRIL 26, 2001

I have read that a leader is a person who pursues each task with such enthusiasm
and intensity, that he carries other people with him. I’d like to think that all leaders take
people with them—their age, older than them, but especially those young who are coming from behind. Because if you don’t have an overwhelming desire to run for public
office, I’ll tell you right now don’t do it, because you won’t carry anyone else with you
along the way. But if you do have that drive and that desire, then you need to get to it,
because we need now, more than ever, good people to offer. I never let myself get discouraged for long, in politics especially, because I’ve discovered that the more women
that are involved in the process, the fresher the ideas are. Women do bring something
very special, unique and fresh to the table. Ideas that our male colleagues are embracing,
not only because they are good ideas, but because they know we have worked very hard
for them and because women represent a vast and powerful voting block that no public
official can ignore. And if you think about the percentages of 54 almost in the state of
South Carolina, percent of women voters and that in the nation, think what that value and
that powerful voting block can do.
I have also learned that part of being a woman in the public arena is learning how
to complement rather than compete, especially with my male counterparts. Sometimes
that means having to work harder to succeed. Some folks expect women to be overly
emotional. I don’t see that with the women I serve. To wallow in self-pity, I don’t see
that. Or worse yet, self-doubt. We’re all human and that comes at some times, but if you
know your subject matter and you have the gut desire to serve and you know that you are
going down the pathway you should, then it’s up to you to prove them wrong.
Either you control your attitude or your attitude is going to control you. It’s a
talent to stay positive and I’ve noticed that the best leaders have a lightness of touch and
a sense of grace under pressure. One of President Bush’s most trusted advisers told me
that the best piece of advice that he ever received came early in his career after a particularly frenzied day and he was told, “You know, there is something to be said about making it look easy.” In other words you loose credibility when you fail to control your
emotions and if you look like the pressure is about to knock you out, people assume the
job is too big for you very quickly. And unfortunately women often have to keep on
proving and proving that we’re bigger than the job. But you know what?—That’s okay,
too, because every day people like Gilda Cobb-Hunter, Dr. Nielson, Betty Roper, Nell
Smith, all the ones sitting here, are proving that leadership is not assigned by gender or
race or background. Sure, our background does and the circumstances that we live in do
influence who we are, but all of us—all of us—are responsible for who we become and if
you want to become a great leader, you must have the heart of a humble servant. I truly
believe that because I believe that when you knock on the door and ask somebody for
their vote, you’ve become a servant of the people.
Earlier I gave you some of the examples of the risk in public service, but the rewards I will tell you are far greater. The opportunity to contribute, to right wrongs, to
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leave a place better than you found it—SERVING OTHERS is your chance to shine and I
truly believe that the candle loses nothing by lighting another candle. And that’s why it’s
very important to me that we continue to bring people along—that we share, that we
educate. We share the good and the bad every day. And those of us who have chosen are
privileged to be public servants, that we share these things with you every day so that
those of you who aspire to become a public servant will know. Thank you. [applause]
Moderator: Rita, thank you so much. Next we’re going to hear from Gilda CobbHunter.
Gilda Cobb Hunter: Thank you. I was just sharing with my colleague that I
think she was just great. I might borrow one or two of those comments. I’ll give you
attribution, of course. [laughter]
Well, let me first say it’s good to be here to see Senator Smith who I have not seen
in a long time. I followed her career for a long time when she was in the Senate and I am
real familiar with her work, the children and mental health issues; Betty Roper and Dr.
Nielson—all the wonderful things that these two women have done; and my colleague,
Rita, I’m just honored to be in the midst of all these strong, powerful women and I’m not
sure that anything I say will equal what they have to share with you, but I’m going to
give it a shot.
Also let me say that I’m a firm believer of just kind of chatting with people, so I’m
just going to share with you a couple of things that I think are important. I was told that
the whole purpose here is to energize and empower and motivate and make all of you
excited and get out there and run for office, and I hope by the time we’ve all finished, that
some of you will certainly feel the need to do that and I certainly want to salute the
women out there who are already elected to office—Councilwoman James and all of you
who may be out there who I have not had an opportunity to meet.
Well, one of the first things I think is important for me to do if I’m to convince any
of you that serving the public is a good thing to do is try to demystify this whole notion
of running for office and being a public servant. We somehow have an idea that politics
is a real difficult thing to do and one of the things that I’ve discovered is that those of us
who are politicians want you to believe that politics is a very difficult thing to do and the
reason for that, of course, is that most of us don’t relish the idea of opposition. So if we
keep you thinking this is so hard to do, then you won’t do it. I’m here to tell you it is not
hard. I’m here to tell you that women make great politicians. Think about it. We run our
households, we run our families, we’re used to doing two and three things at once. We’re
used to managing all kinds of conflict, all kinds of egos, all kinds of agendas—both those
on the table and those not on the table—there you have just heard the ingredients of what
it takes to be a good politician.
Women have great interpersonal skills. We—most of us—I know Rita and I probably could think of a couple of our female colleagues who this doesn’t fit. I was about to
say most of us don’t have egos, you know [laughter], but that makes it easy. We won’t
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call names but we know some people—rather some women—that doesn’t apply to, but
we really make great politicians because most of us, as Rita has said, aren’t in it for the
credit. You would be surprised how much you can get done if you aren’t concerned about
who gets credit. What I have found that most of us who serve are really interested in
making things better and in making a contribution so my first order of business, hopefully, is to tell you that the perception is not the reality. Politics is not hard. What it takes
is persistence, patience, and commitment. That’s what it takes among other things.
I also am one who believes, rather, that if you are thinking about going into it as
my colleague has pointed out, a good question to ask yourself is probably, “WHY.” Why
do I want to do this? And you ought to make sure that it is something that you would like
to do and not something that somebody else has set out for you and the reason I believe
that is important is because if you are doing it because somebody wants you to do it or
thinks you should do it, then that is going to be a very challenging issue for you from the
standpoint of sticking to it.
One of the things that really makes me able to deal with all of the things that one
deals with in serving in the South Carolina General Assembly, is that I am a person
who—thanks to the way I was raised—is very clear about who I am and ‘whose I am.’ I
want to explain to you what that means. When you know who you are, you do not allow
other people to define you. While that may sound simple, it really isn’t if you think about
it. There are a lot of us who sit back and allow other people to define who we are. I’ve
never been one to allow anyone to tell me who I am and I think some of you who know
me probably say, “Yes, she’s right about that.” [laughter]
The other part of that, the ‘whose,’ that’s the spiritual side of it. I believe very
firmly that in order to do this and to do it well that you have to have a very high understanding or belief, rather, in a higher power. And I’m not one to tell you what that higher
power should be called, whether that should be Allah, Jehovah, or God, or whatever.
What I am talking about is the concept in believing and knowing that there is someone
greater who is in control. When you are real clear about that, it makes all of this other
stuff that goes on down here seem real small and very petty.
I was brought up in a very large family and a part of what we were taught, and I
like to say that were our little three golden rules in my household. We were taught first
and foremost to do the very best that you can regardless of what it is, where you are, do
the best you can. And once you’ve done your best, that’s all that can be required. In the
political arena I think it is extremely important to do the very best that you can because,
again, once you’ve done that, there is nothing else that anyone can ask if you’ve given
your best.
We were also taught that wherever we wound up—I’m from a small town in south
Florida called Gifford which is in Indian River County and it’s a long way from here and
some people say they know where it is and I’m going to test them out later and see if they
really do—but anyway, one of the things that I am amazed at, is to see where I am now
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and the perception that some people have that I am this powerful person here in South
Carolina. The point that I am making is that we were brought up to make a contribution.
That wherever you wind up, try to make the place a little better because of your being
there. Kind of like a little song you learned in Vacation Bible School or Sunday School,
“This little light of mine I’m going to let it shine.” That’s kind of all that it means and I
think women tend to let their little light shine a little brighter in politics sometimes than
our male counterparts.
And, of course, the other thing we were taught I have already alluded to and that is
the issue of a higher power and belief in a higher power.
I am always compelled when I am a part of the panel like this to make sure that the
point is made that when we talk about perspectives and when we talk about women, that
we recognize that women of color bring a different perspective in some cases than do
white women. I think it’s important as an African-American woman to say that women
of color does not just apply to African-American women. There are Latino women who
think very differently than I do who have a whole different cultural experience than I do.
Their perspective needs to be at the table. We are in a state here in South Carolina with a
very high Native American population. I’m sorry to say that the Native American
woman’s political voice is very rarely heard or even thought about in some instances in
this state, so I would make that case because there is a tendency, particularly by people
who don’t serve in the legislature or in elected bodies, to say, “Well, gee, this is the world
of, you know, the year of the woman.” And I have had people make much about the nine
women in the U.S. Senate and I said to somebody, “You know, that doesn’t do anything
for me.” Because when I see and hear of the nine women in the U.S. Senate and I am
extremely proud of that fact, my mind goes back to two things. One, Carol Mosely
Braun who is no longer there. The other is the fact that there are no women of color who
serve. So I particularly want the women of color in the room to heed my call and to
understand that you need to get busy and you need to get involved. You make great
politicians. You are like everybody else. You’ve got something to offer. You’ve got a
female perspective that is unique, that is yours, and it ought to be a part of the political
process.
I am going to do all of you a favor and probably not take up all of my fifteen minutes because I’m much more interested in hearing from you and some of the questions
that you may ask. I would like to just close my comments though by suggesting to you a
different take on the witch starting with the “B” that my colleague mentioned. I heard
this story and I have to say I did not make it up. I wish I had. I think it great but it’s not
my idea. For those of you who have sometimes been called that word, I would like to
leave with you a couple of translations. One is being in total charge here. The other is
being is being in total control here. Now if you are a control freak you might want to use
the control piece of it. If you just like the idea of women running things and handling
things, then you might want to use that. But for me it adds a whole new perspective to
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that word. Quite frankly that is why I am able to see it as a compliment when people call
me that. [applause and laughter]
But as Rita pointed out, we tend to use that for women—not for the guys—but I
have never been one who has been concerned about being popular. I have always been
one who believes that if I am doing what is right and if I am doing it for the right reasons,
then it really does not matter whether anybody is with me or not. Let me suggest that
what I am saying to you is you have to be real clear about what winning means to you.
You see, for me winning doesn’t necessarily mean getting the most votes on a piece of
legislation. God knows if that were the case, I wouldn’t win very much in the General
Assembly because I don’t do that.
I believe that it’s important to understand what public service is and I am there to
serve the public not to be served. And winning for me is raising the issue. I believe
clearly and very strongly that the voices that are in the General Assembly are sometimes
missing the voices of working people, the voice of the little people, the voice of the
people living from paycheck to paycheck, and because I have and had such a great upbringing and because I was blessed to have parents who instilled confidence in me and
my sisters and brothers and that was further instilled and enhanced at Florida A&M University—I’m trying to convince her to go to FAMU to get her pharmacy degree. My
point is simply this, I don’t worry about what people think. I think it’s important that
people in public service have a notion of winning that doesn’t include getting the most
votes but that just recognizes that sometimes we have to be satisfied with raising the
issue.
I look forward to responding to questions from any of you that may direct them to
me and, more importantly, I look forward to hearing your comments. Thanks for this
opportunity. [applause].
Moderator: Thank you, Gilda Cobb-Hunter. And now we’re going to hear from
Barbara Nielson.
Barbara Nielson: Well, I have to start by thanking Donna for putting this together. I don’t know how we’re going to talk to everybody sitting here, but as a panel of
women I’m sure we can exceed expectations. I can’t relate either to that witch word and
I’ve never heard anyone call me the one with the “B” but the word sheocracy might apply
in my case.
I think you can see from all of us the sense of commitment and, really, kind of
sense of humor and joy we have in the service that I have no stress lines but they have
those left. But it is very different looking from a state level and I agree with much of
what they said but I’m not going to back over some of that, but I can tell you that I think
campaigning is the easy part. I think that is the fun part. Nell will tell you that I was
probably the greenest person to ever hit state office. I didn’t have a clue. You know, you
went out, you had a wonderful campaign, you won a hard-fought election, you remember
who was on the little wagon with you at the beginning and then you moved on. But then
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came the hard part of serving and leading and trying to bring those issues forward that
you know that are really important. I think that is the real challenge. There are a few
challenges in campaigning and I think for women, especially, access to money is a big
problem—not insurmountable but it is a kind of a challenge. When we look at the cost
of, for example, statewide races today, if you were running for State Superintendent in
the next election you would probably need more than a million dollars if you do not have
a primary. That’s high stakes and a very difficult challenge I think for women.
A local and a regional race is very different in a way than a statewide race because
we’re a wonderful state and everybody says South Carolina is a small state. It is a very
large state and we have a lot of different constituencies and a lot of different opinions and
believe me everybody has an opinion on education. Nell was such a big help to me when
I came in and we were different political affiliations and she said, “You know we have
these children’s issues and we all have to work together,” and Nell, I really do have to
thank you because that has drawn so many issues of children in the legislature to be able
to get some things addressed.
I hope some day that as we talk about politics and we talk about the word politician
we can talk about the word statespeople because I do think that is what is needed to be
able to get rid of the winning and losing, to be able to cross the aisle, to be able to discuss
issues without it being personal, and not being from the South originally, but being from
the Midwest, politics are very different in the South than they are in the Midwest. I think
there are days that it is much more personal.
But while campaigning is fun, one of the things I would challenge all of you to do
is to keep the statesperson idea. Take the high road and as you are thinking about organizing a campaign, the one thing you have to remember is—you are in charge of your
campaign. It’s your name and you’re the one who has to live with it. Lots of times there
will be people advising you about what you should do and what you should say, or what
you should not say. But you have to go with your conscience and you have to go with
who you are. So I tried to put together tonight some senses that I thought people, women
especially, who are running for office should have. I must also say that one of the
strengths that I see, and I don’t think it’s probably as challenging as when you and Harriet
were there. I think it’s challenging today but it is getting easier with each generation.
But I do think that as we have more representation, what we get is a sense of balance
about ideas. We all think differently and so we bring to that a different perspective about
the different issues and it makes for a very good conversation. So let me share with you
some of the senses I think you need to think about if you are—excuse me—WHEN you
are thinking about running for office.
I think first of all Rita brought up the sense of time and family. It does take time
because it becomes a passion with you to be there, do a good job, do what needs to be
done, and in many cases your family has to be moving around with you in that area because there are times that you are just not there when you should be there because you are
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serving, especially when you have children they ask that question, “Why are you not here
tonight?” So anyway that’s one sense of time.
I think you need a sense of integrity. That has been missing and I think that we
need to bring that back to the whole process of both governing and leading and running
for office.
A sense of purpose—know what you are about, have a passion for your issues and
work toward that purpose and I think Gilda you said that well, too, because what you said
is that it’s not about you, it’s about getting things done for the state, for the children—in
my case. So that sense of purpose has to be very clear to you because there are going to
be too many people pulling at you to change that sense of purpose. Now that doesn’t
mean you don’t listen. That doesn’t mean you don’t change your ideas, because that
sense of listening is extremely important also. You have to listen to other opinions because, you know, you are not always right and you also represent a lot of people. But you
have to remember why you came to this in the beginning and what your purposes was
and each time check against that.
You have to have a sense of service because it truly is service. It isn’t even the
garbage sometimes. People in this state would come up to me and they thought we ran
all the districts, that we were the superintendent of every district and they were very
confused about what the roles are on the national level. I even had someone say to me,
“What is it you are running for? I think we already have one of those in our district.”
[laughter]
I think you have to have a thick skin. Sometimes you just want to say something
back and then there are days that will really get you and you say it back. But I think as
much as possible you ought to have a think skin and let some things just flow over you.
Not important issues, I mean there are some principles that you stand for but in a nice
way you can get your point across, but you can’t take things personally and when people
talk bad about you or try to redefine you in a different way, you just have to understand
and have that self-confidence that you know yourself and that you’re working for your
purpose and you can try and say what you want to say, but I think that sometimes there
are just different agendas out there.
I think you have to have—I mentioned statesmanship—and there are times as you
run on a political ticket in this state that’s just different philosophy. But the statesmanship in you will come when people learn to compromise and that sense of compromise
gets an issue passed. You may not get everything you want the first time. I learned very
quickly that with the legislature you get your foot in the door then you come back the
next year, but you may not get everything you want on a particular issue that you are
interested in. You do need to listen and reach across the aisle and compromise.
I think the Women’s Caucus of the Joint Women’s Caucus has done that on many
issues. We did that on technology, we did that on kindergarten to get what we wanted.
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Compromise is very important. I think that with all of this you have to learn to ask yourself a final question—and I’m not going to take all my time either because I know it’s
best to get interaction, but from statewide office that had so much input and so much
passion for helping the children of this state, every night when I went to bed there was a
question I asked myself. And on every issue that we debated my staff will tell you that
they did not bring up anything when they couldn’t answer this question. If they couldn’t
answer the question it wasn’t going anywhere. You have to ask, “Is this good for the
children of South Carolina?” and if you can say, “Yes,” then whatever your issue is it’s
worth getting in there and working for and whatever your issue is you have to ask yourself, “Is this good for—not is this good for me—but is this good for the particular issue.”
So I hope that as you think about running, it is fun, but remember that it is good to
serve. I’ve had two years to step back. Even when you’re real tired you think, “You
know those were wonderful, exciting years.” And so many people care about our state
and want to do the right thing. Part of that leadership is laying the steps for others to
walk across and for new people to cross them. To be able to make even a small part of a
contribution to that I can tell you that on those days when you’re sitting on the front
porch and wearing purple and maybe can’t remember as well any more, it does make you
feel pretty good and as we were sharing some humorous stories before that we cannot
share in open company [laughter] we can think back on those things. So I do encourage
any of you who are thinking to think it through and just step out there. It takes courage, it
takes integrity, and it takes a sense of purpose, and it takes a sense of statesmanship.
[applause]
Moderator: And you didn’t even take all of your time. Thank you, Barbara
Nielson. That was wonderful. Next we’re going to hear from Betty Roper.
Betty Roper: Thank you so much. First of all I want to say to Senator Smith what
a privilege to be introduced and to see you again. I know this lady never realized what a
mentor she was for me way long before I ever thought that I would ever be interested in
local government or whatever. I’ve spent most of my life in the low country around Lake
Marion, Clarendon County, but I was lucky enough to be born in Pickens County in
Easley. So without her ever knowing, I have watched and I was so proud of her and,
even to this day, I don’t think she any idea how important she is to all the women in
South Carolina.
Certainly, if you are going to get into politics or leadership—and I was big primarily on the local level, my experience being with county council, but a lot of experience
working with city council members. I would have to say you have to have a lot of nerve.
That’s the only thing I can call it. But dare to think to be the last speaker on a panel like
this and think you have one word to say that any of you could be interested in that they
haven’t already said, because they were absolutely perfect.
First of all, I love it. I never regretted a minute of the time. Starting out on the
Economic Development Board, spent ten years there, all men, first woman—only woman
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chairman of Clarendon County Economic Development Board. It was the men who said,
“Betty why don’t you cross the street and run as chairman of County Council, and in my
county the chairman runs district wide—I mean county wide. The other seats are district,
but if you run for chairman in Clarendon County you must run completely county-wide,
and there are very few counties, maybe one or two, that has to do that. But that’s where I
want to direct my comments.
This is the hardest job you will ever have but you will love it if you decide to run
for your city council or your county council. I have had the experience of being the first
woman on many boards and I will tell you without a doubt, I thank God the men were
there. I like to think that when I finish there will also be a few of you ladies who say, “by
golly, I’m going to get out there and run for my county council,” but some of you men
will also decide the same thing because we need more of you active on the local level.
You must want to serve, first of all. You must like people. You must, above all,
know that you are going to obey those laws. I served on the Dairy Commission once
appointed by Governor Riley. Got called one day over to the House with some of the
members of the House and Senate on hand. There was a law that they said they would
rather we not enforce on the Dairy Commission. I said, “What?!” This was early in my
career. I said, “I can’t do that. If the law is on the book it has to be obeyed. If you want
to take it off the book, I’ll help you.” We sat there and talked a little bit and I said, “Why
don’t you do away with the Dairy Commission and put it under the Department of Agriculture and save the taxpayers a million dollars.” Now that took nerve from a woman.
They looked at me and they said, “We don’t think we can do that.” I said, “Why don’t we
try?” “Well the Dairy Commission won’t approve of it.” I said, “I can get that done
because they had elected a woman.” [audience laughter] Very quickly they started listening and I said, “We’ll save a million dollars instantly and there’s only one employee in
the Dairy Commission that’s not ready to retire; they are all going to retire this year. So
that one employee can move over to the Department of Agriculture and all we’re doing is
signing licenses for the producers and she can work under that department.” You know
what, in six months that was done.
Now I’m only saying that to say this: Women can also learn to go right to the point,
turn out the decisions. Where did you learn that, Betty? I learned it from men. There’s a
difference. Women are great with details; they’ve got to work it out; but men go right to
the point. They find that problem and they are going to make some decision on it. Not
always perfect. There’s got to be a women to guide them along the way. [audience laughter].
But if you want to be a leader, first of all you have to realize that is a great responsibility. When I first got involved I didn’t know that. To give you an example, I went
with a group of ladies to an out of state meeting. It was a big hotel and for some reason
we had to move from one floor way down to the basement for the next session. There
were about seven of us and we were moving fast and one of them looked at me and said,
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“Betty can’t you move a little faster? Follow that man in front of you.” I said, “Okay.”
So I started keeping up with that man, ninety miles an hour and they were keeping up
with me because we going to that session and would be on time. Suddenly the door
opened, he went through a door, and I found all of us ladies in the men’s bathroom.
[laughter] We were so embarrassed. We just said, “We’re sorry,” turned and walked out.
The point is: Know where you are going.
If you are going to be a leader, whether on city council or where ever it is, don’t
promise things that you can’t deliver. Just say that you will do your dead level best to
make it happen. And if it’s in your power and you are determined, you will.
If you don’t know the answer to the question, say, “I don’t know but I will find out
and I will get back to you very quickly.”
Campaign funding is tough for somebody who decides they want to get into local
politics. Because it takes a lot of money no matter what the office is that you want to try
to participate in. They mentioned big money state-wide. On a county level or even in a
small county such as Clarendon, almost any office—if you have competition or opposition—you are going to look at from fifteen to thirty thousand and maybe in a runoff you
can look at another fifteen thousand. So it isn’t easy today but I will tell you this, if you
are a proven citizen, if you work at it and you get supporters, then they will support you if
they believe in you. So don’t ever let that hold you back. Many of these ladies have said
things such as manage your own campaign and those things and others that are so true.
Regionalism is the big thing today. It wasn’t even a buzzword when I entered local
politics. I think that is because of government and right now I think we are finding statewide that we work closer together. Every lady here—in some way we have worked
together—and thank God they care about local government and they have supported local
government. Those connections are so very important—not only on the state level but
also on the Washington level. Dwight Eisenhower once said and would demonstrate the
act of leadership with the simple piece of string. “You can take a piece of string and you
can pull it and it will follow you anywhere, but you try to push that string, and it won’t go
anywhere.” It’s the same way in politics or in leadership.
Whatever your goal is. Learn to communicate with people. Learn to realize that
everybody has a side and an opinion and the right to express it. Sure, I would be considered a pretty strong, opinionated woman because I started when all the boards and commissions I served on were all men. That’s why I’m very comfortable to be called chairman. I was always called chairman of Clarendon County Council. You want to know
why? The men couldn’t figure out what to call me. Madam, ma’am. [laughter] So I
didn’t know what my job was and one day I looked and I simply said, “You know, you
can call me chairman. I wouldn’t consider that a definition of sex. It’s leadership and if
you consider me worthy of this position and working with you that’s how you can refer to
me.” You know, those men settled down and every board meeting during those years
were comfortable and they became my greatest supporters and everyone of them to this
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day and even in broadcasting all across this state. They became my supporters when Jim
died and I wanted to go on because that was our dream. They have become the supporters and I speak to a lot of ladies at luncheons and they seem surprised that I never, never
say anything but positive things about men.
I think more than anything else, if your are going to enter politics or leadership,
county council, city council, you’ve got to examine yourself and you’ve got to realize
that you better have the ability to have a vision. Nothing stays the same in this world,
every day it changes. The biggest challenge now that is facing us in South Carolina is
infrastructure. How to handle solid waste and what are we going to do about all the roads
that are so bad across the state? All of these are big issues and I would urge you more
than anything else—you cannot have a vision for five years, even ten years, you must
have a vision for at least twenty, twenty-five, thirty, fifty years down the road. Even
when you no longer will be here.
I have been chairman of the six-county Lake Marion Water Authority. Because my
section of South Carolina is one of the poorest, I came from up here in the Upstate, what
is the first thing you think we studied? We have maps of I-85 from one end to the other
that tells us every gallon of water you’ve got on I-85, when it was put there, where all the
sewage lines are, because I-95 doesn’t happen and we had to have those to be able to sit
down with a beautiful lady, our current Senator Cobb-Hunter right there who has become
one of the greatest supporters of that project. I would like to share something with you
don’t know yet. It was a 45 million-dollar project but working together, six county regionalism I think the last report you had was logged about 24 million. But two months
ago I met with the top level of the corps of engineers and he said, “I am happy to tell you
that we’ve had our recent orders from Washington and your project is to be the number
one project for our organization for the next five years in South Carolina and we will
bring to this project, as we work with you, first of all, 16 million dollars and then another
ten as we move ahead.” A week later another call from EPA in Atlanta that said I’m
happy to say that the Water Authority has been approved for another 16 million from
EPA. That put us right at 45 million. This lady (Cobb-Hunter) stepped out in front as
part of her district. This lady took the leadership of South Carolina to the state level to
support a project that is going to move our section of South Carolina and I-95. We won’t
be an I-85 for years and year and years but we will be there one day. Our people want
jobs, and our people will have water. We will have the infrastructure for the businesses
that want to settle on I-95.
But those are the big issues. Famous last words. Something that I keep in my
office all the time. “The phonograph is not of ANY commercial value,” Thomas Edison
remarking on his own invention in 1880. “Flight by machines heavier than air is unpractical and insignificant if not utterly impossible,” Simon Newcomb, renowned astronomer
in 1902. “It is an idle dream to imagine that automobiles will take place of railways and
the long distance movement of passengers.” American Roads Congress printed that in
19

PUBLIC SERVICE: “A WOMAN’S PERSPECTIVE”

APRIL 26, 2001

1913. “There is no likelihood that man can ever tap the power of the atom.” A Nobel
Prize Winner in Physics. “Who the heck wants to hear actors talk?” Harry Warner of
Warner Brothers Pictures said that in 1927. “I think there is a world market for about
five computers.” Thomas J. Watson said that while he was chairman of IBM in 1943.
“There is no reason for any individual to ever have a computer in their home.” Ken Olson
president of Digital Equipment Corporation in 1977 said that. “Where there is no vision
the people perish.” Proverbs 29:18. VISION—Vision can see things that need to be
done that you won’t even be living to see your grandchildren and their children benefit
from and enjoy. Vision to dare to say, “This is what has to be done.”
Gather people around you. I mean right here in this room some of you I know and
you are very important people and you have a lot to offer, not only to your county or to
you city, but to your friends. Learn to gather around you friends and people who know
things and that can share and help you with your career. Just like a bank, I call it, my
bank of people and always have time to share. Representative Hunter is one of those
powerful women in Columbia and Representative Rita came along and watched her. And
I do not have to tell you what this lady (Nielson) has done for education. It’s good and
I’m proud to know them and to know they are my friends.
Always have the nerve to do what you ought to do. As state president and the first
and only woman of the South Carolina Broadcasters Association, we were allowed to
appoint two members at large. There was a time years ago when there were no men or
women of color that served on that board, nobody had ever dared to face that issue. I
said, “What the heck! I’m a woman.” You never expect a woman to do things right anyway. So it came time to make an appointment, there was young man working in Columbia at a radio station for [ Ruby Johnson] with call letters WORC. I had met this young
man and I was impressed with him so I appointed Elliott Franks as the first minority
member to the South Carolina Broadcasters Board of Directors. He did an outstanding
job. I’ll have to tell where he is and how many years he has served with the different
governors in South Carolina and the money that crosses his desk. What he has been there
for me. He has enabled me to bring funds to my county that has helped to build almost
everything that I ever wanted. I didn’t know that he would be that important on a government level with money today, but he was important then and we enjoyed that. So that is
all I’m saying: Note and enjoy. There is no security on this earth.
There is only opportunity—OPPORTUNITY. So if your interest is in public service, by golly go after it! I never dreamed I would be a part of the team in Clarendon—
and it was a team—that ended up building a new hospital; that I could serve as chairman
of a six-county water authority; to have the nerve to look at the president of Central Carolina in Sumter and he came into the area and wanted to go to lunch. He said, “Look, what
can I do for you.” I said, “I don’t need anything but there is something I would like for
you to do for my county. I would like our career center to become a two-years accredited
college so our students could advance in education because many of them cannot get to a
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larger city.” Right now we are adding a fifteen million-dollar addition to a two-year
accredited college with the new Central Carolina sign out front. We have 500 high school
students who have been getting credits for two years, and in one high school year, they
can receive college credits that they can carry with them to any college they choose.
ASK and YOU SHALL RECEIVE. So get in there, ladies and men, and whatever you
county needs—do it and get it done—and you will enjoy every step of it.
When I came there was no hospital. We built a new health department just last
year; named it for Senator John Land because he helped us get the money to bring it
home. Built a new fire department. Now we’ve decided that the corrections center was
in with the sheriff’s department and we were going to have to build a new jail if we didn’t
do something, so we added a new fire department to the sheriff’s department so they
could share all of their conference rooms and their kitchen and dining rooms and share
money. New schools in every district in the county and on and on and I’m proud to say
that because it was a team and we were all working together. Betty didn’t do it, Betty
dared to ask how it could be done and made a team of men and women. We did it all
without raising taxes at all, would you believe that? In fact, when I came out the taxes
were the very same that they were six years prior.
But enjoy what you are doing and I will close with this. Because to me, if you
can’t have fun, life isn’t worth it. I love the smiles and you would be great government
leaders and you young people—decide to do it. Somebody has to pickup the torch—city
council, county council, just wait a while, don’t go after any of their seats because they
are doing too good of a job. But look locally, we need you to get involved.
Appreciate each other. If you noticed, and you probably didn’t, but when we came
up on this stage here, every lady walked to each other and not only just shook hands,
there was a little hug—a little hug. Now I found, ladies, that works fabulous if you’ll just
use that little thing in your pre-speeches sometimes and it will get to where all over South
Carolina all the men get up and hug. I never slowed down enough to get another husband, but I get at least eight hugs a day. [laughter].
I want to close with this. We need four hugs a day for survival. We need eight
hugs a day for maintenance. We need twelve hugs a day for growth. Hugging is healthy.
It helps the body’s immune system, it keeps you healthier, it cures depression, it reduces
stress, it improves sleep, it’s invigorating, it’s rejuvenating, it has no unpleasant side
effects, and hugging is nothing less than a miracle drug. Hugging is all natural. It is
organic, naturally sweet, no pesticides, no preservatives, no artificial ingredients and its
100 percent wholesome. Hugging is practically perfect. There are no removable parts,
no batteries to run out, no periodic checkups, low energy consumption, high energy yield,
inflation proof, non-fattening, no monthly payments, no insurance requirements, thief
proof, nontaxable, no polluting, and of course, it’s fully returnable. So enjoy hugs and
enjoy working for your county, your city, for your state because it’s one of the greatest
opportunities you will every choose. Thank you. [applause]
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Moderator: I want to thank all of you women for sharing some very interesting
stories and for sharing your hearts with us. What I hear from this is that give and take is
the essence of politics. We need desire, passion, and power are not negatives and people
can make a difference and that intensity and the drive that’s created by this passion that
these women have had and continue to have are what equips them to fight the challenges
and win the battles and it’s something that can be done. Thank you again.
And now we’re going to our student panelists and we will start with Nicole Elliott
from Spartanburg. She’s going to ask a question of one of our panelists.
Nicole Elliott: First of all, I would like to thank all you ladies for your time and
leadership. Thank you for coming today. I would like to direct my first question to Dr.
Nielson. How do you establish your voice as representing and carry equal weight of
everyone in the educational system not only as a female in a male dominated forum of
politics, but as a politician, and as you stated as a statesman?
Dr. Barbara Nielsen: Wow, I think that number one you don’t think about being
female. I think you just think about what it is you want to accomplish and you don’t let
that get in your way and you just kind of work with people to do that. One of the most
challenging things about education is that there are so many choices and so many solutions to how education should be solved and what the challenges are and so forth. So I
think that you just have to be like a bull in a china shop. Well, that’s not right, I can’t be
a bull, can I? [laughter] You have to take the high road, you have to keep focused, and
you always have to advocate for children. Sometimes it might not be the politically
expedient thing for you to do because it might be a very unpopular thing but it is good for
children and it does need to be done. Sometimes some of your base may not think it is
the right thing to do and they may say, “This is just going to hurt you politically.” But it’s
good for children, so I think what you do is keep focused, you listen, you try to cross—
you get a constituency and you work across lines. But I don’t think you can change your
voice if it’s the right thing to do and you have to have a lot of tenacity to move forward
and do that and not be afraid. I heard somebody mention the word courage. I’ve never
had a problem asking for anything, because all they can say is no. I’m not very shy but I
do think you just have to keep that voice out there and remember that’s why you’re there
and not whether you are going to be re-elected. People used to say, “Well, what if you
are not re-elected?” and I said, “I can be a greeter at K-Mart and be very happy.” You
know, so I think you need to keep focused.
Moderator: Thank you. Next we’ll hear from Shenise Euland from Charleston,
South Carolina.
C
Shenise Euland: Thank you. First, I would like to say that I am very proud of
you all on the panel. You are beautiful, powerful women that are empowering me and
giving me ideas truly. Representative Gilda Cobb-Hunter, earlier you spoke of spirituality which was very important. I would first like to give honor to my higher being and I
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would just like to ask how do you incorporate or separate your spiritual views or beliefs
from your political views and beliefs and how hard is it to maintain that?
Representative Gilda Cobb-Hunter: I’m not sure that I separate it. I think that
for me my spiritual views color—what I believe and do politically—so I know we’re
supposed to have separation of church and state but I’m not very good at doing that. And
let me just say that I make a distinction between spirituality and religion. They are two
very different things and the reason that I would say to you I don’t separate it is because a
part of my spirituality teaches me respect and tolerance and appreciation and all of those
things, and I would like to think that I bring those values to my politics. So I don’t separate it out.
Moderator: Thank you. And next we’ll hear from Lisa Franklin-Embry from Los
Angeles, California.
Lisa Embry-Franklin: First I would like to thank all of you for allowing us to be
here in this room. It’s filled with so much power. And I would like to thank Dr. Nielsen,
as a mom to three boys, thank you for all-day kindergarten.
My question is for Representative Allison. What was one motivating factor that
led you into public service, such a male-dominated career?
Representative Allison: Lisa, first of all I want to tell you that I’m very please to
be in your presence because when I listened to the fact that you are in school pursuing
your career and your education as well as raising your children, what a wonderful inspiration you are to so many so I thank you for being in the position that you are and moving
ahead.
First of all I grew up in a family that was very involved in public service and
volunteerism and that kind of thing—not just in the church, but in the community and in
schools, they were always there and that instilled in me a very in-depth love for doing for
others. I am convinced that no amount of money or no amount of recognition that hangs
on a wall can give one the self-satisfaction that you feel when you have done one thing
for one purpose and for one person and it was that feeling that led me into it. And as
Representative Gilda Cobb-Hunter and Dr. Nielson have alluded to, I never thought about
it being a female-male situation. I just knew that service comes from within and it’s
something that gives you great self-satisfaction and, probably if I’m to give one gift to
young people coming along, it would be that gift to find that self-satisfaction that you
find in public service because there’s nothing else that will, you know, plant that in any
way. So that is what led me into it and it was from one level to the other and then when I
got involved in the school board and decided to run, it wasn’t with an issue as much as it
was in serving and a person to give back. And when the opportunity came to run for the
House of Representatives, it was just another level of public service and that’s how I get
through any frustration and even hard times and any negatives that go with it. There’s
always that special time of driving home on Thursday afternoon after a long session that I
realize that something very special happened during that week. That we can make a
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difference together for this state and the people. So that has led me and just kept me in
public service.
Moderator: Thank you. And thank you to our student panelists. And now we’ve
got just a few minutes to take a couple of questions from the audience.Audience Member: Thank you. This is for Representative Cobb-Hunter. I have two questions and I
will try to be real quick about it. You have been a champion for individual causes; you’re
an individual thinker. You have been very successful with the Rural Economic Development Act which took several years to get through. Also, you are providing a voice on
predatory lending issues. To be a voice, a spokesperson for the poor, the working poor is
very lonely in Columbia. How do you offset the lobby interests that represent the larger
factions that absolutely do not want predatory lending legislation through? And second
of all, in running for public office, come election time there is a lot of partisanship. You
will be targeted; distortions of record will come up. How you deal with those issues?
That’s a lot on one plate.
Gilda Cobb-Hunter: Let me answer the second one first. I deal with it by staying
focused on who I am but, again, I’m just one of these people who don’t spend a lot of
time and energy trying to respond to people. I just don’t worry about that. I stay focused
on what it is I want to do and why I’m doing it and, hopefully, the rest will fall in place.
My attitude about this seat is that it belongs to the people not to me. At any time they can
make a change. If I’m not serving in the South Carolina House of Representatives; if for
whatever reason I lose the next election, the sun is still going to come up tomorrow. It
will not be the end of the world so that’s on that part.
Predatory lending, special interests, the big boys and all that money, money,
money. I would like to say that I am—you know it would be nice to say that I am successful in competing against that. The reality of the process is that I’m not always. There
are times when I am able to break through that special interest whether that special interest be a political party agenda, a business agenda, or whatever. The other thing is, they
may be out in the lobby, but I’m inside the chamber and they can’t come in there and
there are some things that as Representative Allison and Senator Smith and Dr. Nielson
can share with you that can be done inside the chamber that lobbyists just can’t compete
with. And, quite frankly, I think sometimes these guys will just say, “Okay, Gilda,” just
to get rid of me and shut me up. And that’s fine with me. I don’t care as long as, you
know, you kind of go along with what it is as long as you are convinced it is the right
thing to do. I just think we need more working people who serve in the General Assembly because that perspective is not seen or heard very often. It’s big business and what’s
good for the state and the chamber. It’s so lonely, as you said, but it still does not matter
to me because I’m doing the right thing for the right reason and sometimes I think if I
was not there who would have the courage. I am one of these crazy people that I’ll just
say it. I won’t worry about the political consequences. And I think the system needs
people like me because I don’t care about winning. I just care about making sure that
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voices that aren’t there are heard.
Moderator: We have time for probably two more questions.
Audience Member: I feel qualified to ask this question because two years ago I
ran for a statewide office against a woman and lost. [laughter] One of the interesting
research reports I saw recently had to do with the difference between men and women
and how they make decisions. And research showed that when a man is asked a question
to make a decision, the brain waves go to one particular part in the brain, but when a
woman is asked, the brain waves go all over the brain. It occurred to me that for women
in politics in the future, the media wants to simplify things; things are right or wrong,
good or bad, black and white. Doesn’t this sort of present a problem for women who tend
to look at all aspects of a question rather than to simplify it into yes/no? I think all of you
touched on this but I think Betty Roper in particularly saw it, if I could address it to her.
Betty Roper: I think you are absolute right and early in life that just wasn’t a
problem. I figured I was smart enough to recognize that there are many talents that men
have that we women can use and learn from you and that is, you can go right to the point
and you can make a decision. I’ve never decided yet whether they are always right or
whether they so darned determined to be right they make it successful but they are good
at it. And on the other hand women look at—and this is true in private business too you
will notice. Women are great organizers; they can look at all the issues, but they come
out okay in the end when they do make their decisions and they will be a little more
organized when those decisions are made. What does that say?—we’ve got to be a team.
We all need to work together to make good government real in South Carolina and in
every county.
Moderator: Thanks you. And one more question.
Audience Member: About your situation that where it would be chairman of your
county council is elected at large, you have how many districts and then you have the
chairman, is the chairman the only person that elected at large?
Betty Roper: Yes.
Audience Member: I’m concerned because in Greenville we have twelve districts
and we do not have any at large and I think that is a great loss and I feel this is one of
they ways you are way ahead of us and don’t you think that your system is much superior
from that standpoint?
Betty Roper: I think our system has worked very well through the years. We
have three districts. We are a county of about 32,000 people and back in 1976 when
home rule was passed, that’s the way the local leaders set it up. They divided into three
districts and they decided that a chairman would always have to run at large county-wide
and the members—the center is the largest population so there are two members of council that run from the center and in the other two districts there is one. So we are a board
of five members which I would dare say that in the near future, in the next few years, we
will probably need to go to seven because our lake area has grown so rapidly and we are
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lucky enough to have a lot of retirees coming in so we are going to have look at that. It
works well simply because we have very little district competition. The job of the chairman is always to look countywide and pull them together and constantly—and it hasn’t
been a big problem. At times I just simply say, “Hey, we’re looking at the whole county
so let’s just decide how this is going affect everybody,” and we all work together. Every
now and then, there will be a council member from one district that wants more for his
district than for anybody else, but in the end we work together—we decide. And yes I
would say that strongly actually every member of council would tell you that they prefer
having at least one member elected at large to serve on their council.
Moderator: Thank you very much. Let’s give our speakers a round of applause.
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